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Currently,  the  U.S.  military  seems  well  on  the  way  to  repeat¬ 
ing  its  dismal  experience  with  an  effects-based  approach  to 
operations  (EBAO)  by  adopting  major  parts  of  the  so-called 
systemic  operational  design  (SOD)  into  Army  and  joint 
doctrine.  This  new  concept  rests  on  dubious  theoretical  foundations. 
Moreover,  it  clearly  failed  when  it  was  put  into  practice  by  the  Israel 
Defense  Forces  (IDF)  in  the  Lebanon  conflict  in  July  2006. 

SOD  advocates  offered  several,  sometimes  conflicting,  defini¬ 
tions  of  what  the  new  concept  really  is.  These  definitions  also  shifted 
over  time  as  the  concept  underwent  changes  in  content.  For  example, 
in  2006,  SOD  was  described  as  an  intellectual  exercise  that  draws  on 
the  creative  vision,  experience,  intuition,  and  judgment  of  command¬ 
ers  to  provide  a  framework  for  the  development  of  detailed  operational 
plans.'  Proponents  sometimes  argued  that  SOD  is  a  precursor  to  opera¬ 
tional  planning  and  at  other  times  that  it  is  not.  More  recently,  some 
leading  proponents  went  even  further  by  claiming  that  their  concept 
is  actually  operational  art  for  the  21“  century.^  In  one  definition,  it  is 
described  as  an  application  of  systems  theory  to  operational  art.  In 
another,  it  is  an  attempt  to  rationalize  complexity  through  systemic 
logic.'  SOD  is  also  explained  by  its  leading  advocates  as  a  method  that 
uses  critical  learning  of  a  shared  appreciation  of  systemic  logic  to  form 
hypotheses  relevant  to  unique  and  highly  complex  situations  that 
evade  easy  or  commonsense  solutions. 


Dr.  Milan  N.  Vego  is  Professor  of  Operafions  in  the  Joint  Miiitary  Operations 
Department  at  the  Naval  War  College. 
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Origins 

SOD  theory  goes  back  to  the  mid- 
1990s  when  the  Israeli  chief  of  defense  staff 
established  the  Operational  Theory  Research 
Institute  (OTRI).  In  addition,  the  School  for 
Operational  Command  was  set  up  to  promote 
creative  and  critical  thinking  at  the  opera¬ 
tional  level  among  its  military  students  and 
then  in  the  IDF.  Brigadier  Generals  Shimon 
Naveh  and  Dov  Tamari  were  the  founders  and 
codirectors  of  OTRI  until  spring  2006.  Naveh 
and  several  of  his  colleagues  came  to  the  con¬ 
clusion  that  existing  operational  planning  was 
becoming  increasingly  irrelevant  in  the  Israeli 
operating  environment.  In  their  view,  the 
IDF  were  in  deep  crisis  because  of  the  lack  of 
knowledge  and  understanding  of  operational 
thinking.  Naveh  asserted  that  the  IDF  in  the 
Yom  Kippur  War  of  October  1973  showed  tac¬ 
tical  excellence  but  no  clear  understanding  of 
the  consequences  at  the  operational  level."*  Fie 
and  his  supporters  embraced  systems  theory 
as  the  way  to  understand  and  affect  the  coun¬ 
try’s  operational  environment.^  The  result  of 
the  work  done  by  Naveh  and  his  colleagues 
at  OTRI  was  so-called  systemic  operational 
design.  They  claimed  that  the  new  concept 
was  based  on  epistemology*’  It  was  developed 
as  an  alternative  to  the  classical  Western 
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approach  to  operational  warfare,  which  is  sup¬ 
posedly  based  on  teleology.’’ 

Theoretical  Foundations 

The  main  theoretical  underpinnings  of 
SOD  are  systems  theory,  Soviet  operational 
art,  French  postmodern  philosophy,  social 
sciences,  psychology,  architecture  and  urban 
planning,  and,  more  recently,  ancient  Chinese 
military  thinking.  The  single  most  important 


except  for  some  terms,  any  of  these  ideas.  The 
leading  theorist  of  SOD  falsely  reinterpreted 
the  early  Soviet  writings  on  operational  art  in 
terms  of  GST.  Supposedly,  operational  art  in 
contrast  to  strategy  and  tactics  is  systemic  in 
nature."  This  is  not  the  case,  however.  In  the 
process,  Bertalanffy’s  ideas  were  intentionally 
or  accidentally  distorted  or  misinterpreted.*^ 
A  more  serious  problem  is  that  the  Soviet 
theory  of  operational  art  as  defined  by  SOD 


Bertalanffy  believed  there  exists  a  general  system  of  laws 
that  can  be  applied  to  any  system  regardless  of  the  system's 
properties  and  the  elements  involved 


element  behind  SOD  is  so-called  general 
system  theory  (GST),  first  explained  by  the 
Austrian  biologist  Ludwig  von  Bertalanffy 
(1901-1972)  in  an  article  in  1945.*  Flis  major 
work.  General  System  Theory:  Foundations, 
Development,  Applications,  was  not  published 
until  1968.  Bertalanffy  believed  there  exists  a 
general  system  of  laws  that  can  be  applied  to 
any  system  regardless  of  the  system’s  proper¬ 
ties  and  the  elements  involved.  These  general 
laws  are  broad,  diverse,  and  fluid.  Fie  believed 
the  system’s  elements  and  their  attributes  or 
characteristics  can  only  be  understood  as  frac¬ 
tions  of  the  total  system.  In  other  words,  SOD 
proponents  view  a  system  in  a  holistic  way* 
Bertalanffy’s  main  contribution  to 
system  theory  was  the  theory  of  open  systems. 
In  his  view,  traditional  closed  systems  are 
based  on  science  and  the  second  law  of  ther¬ 
modynamics.  Because  closed  systems  are  in  a 
steady  state,  they  are  not  applicable  to  living 
organisms — hence,  the  need  for  sl  general 
system  theory  that  can  be  applied  to  biology, 
information  theory,  cybernetics,  and  social 
sciences.  At  the  same  time,  Bertalanffy  recog¬ 
nized  the  difficulties  of  applying  his  theory  to 
social  science  because  of  the  complexities  in 
the  intersection  between  natural  sciences  and 
human  social  systems.  Flis  system  theory  was 
extended  to  history,  psychiatry,  psychology, 
sociology,  education,  anthropology,  econom¬ 
ics,  and  political  science.  Flowever,  GST  is  also 
controversial.  Some  theorists,  in  fact,  consider 
it  a  pseudoscience.*" 

SOD  theory  is  also  supposedly  based 
on  the  Soviet  theory  of  operational  art  of  the 
1920s  and  1930s.  The  apparent  reason  for  this 
was  to  impress  upon  potential  supporters  that 
the  new  concept  rests  on  some  viable  opera¬ 
tional  warfare  theory.  Flowever,  despite  the 
claims  of  its  advocates,  SOD  does  not  contain. 


supporters  bore  almost  no  resemblance  to 
what  the  Soviet  theorists  actually  wrote  or 
implied  in  their  numerous  published  works. 
The  Soviets  were  given  undeserved  credit 
for  essentially  creating  the  modern  theory 
of  operational  warfare.  According  to  the 
leading  SOD  proponent,  the  development  of 
operational  art  was  a  “neoteric”  (or  modern) 
field  of  knowledge  provided  by  the  Russian 
and  American  examples  (actually,  the 
American  contribution  to  the  development  of 
operational  theory  prior  to  World  War  II  was 
negligible).  For  the  first  time  in  the  history  of 
military  thought,  an  intermediate  environ¬ 
ment  for  discourse,  which  harmoniously 
bridges  the  traditional  cognitive-conceptual 
gap  between  the  conventional  fields  of  mili¬ 
tary  knowledge,  was  discernible.** 

To  reiterate,  the  Soviet  theory  of 
operational  art  emerged  in  the  1920s  and 
1930s.  Soviet  military  theorists  studied  the 
character  of  modern  war  by  analyzing  the 
experiences  of  World  War  I  and  the  Russian 
Civil  War.  They  grappled  with  the  problem  of 
how  to  restore  mobility  and  maneuver  to  the 
relatively  stagnant  battlefield.  Flowever,  it  is  a 
matter  of  historical  record  that  they  were  also 
greatly  influenced  by  the  major  theorists  of 
the  Imperial  Russian  Army,  notably  General 
Genrykh  A.  Leer  (1829-1904)  and  Colonel 
Aleksandr  A.  Neznamov  (1878-1928).  Both 
the  Soviet  and  the  Imperial  Russian  theorists 
were  also  influenced  by  the  writings  of  the 
German  theorists  of  their  era.  Flowever,  the 
Soviets  were  neither  groundbreaking  nor 
unique  in  their  approach  because  similar 
development  took  place  elsewhere.  Western 
theorists,  for  example,  faced  the  same  dilem¬ 
mas  as  their  Soviet  counterparts  but  reached 
different  conclusions.  Like  their  Soviet  coun¬ 
terparts,  French,  British,  and  U.S.  theorists 
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recognized  the  true  nature  of  modern 
operations  as  a  series  of  battles,  although  they 
did  not  treat  the  operational  level  of  war  as 
a  distinct  entity.  But  they,  like  the  Soviets, 
recognized  that  operational  results  emerged 
as  the  sum  of  the  results  of  tactical  combat. 
B.H.  Liddell  Hart  (1895-1970),  J.F.C.  Fuller 
(1878-1966),  and  others  developed  new 
concepts  of  warfare  at  the  operational  level. 
The  Germans  also  developed  their  so-called 
Blitzkrieg  (or  airland)  concept  in  the  early  and 
mid-1930s,  which  they  successfully  applied  at 
the  operational  level  in  1939-1942.“ 

By  inappropriately  using  terms  from 
system  theory,  the  leading  SOD  proponent 
argued,  the  Soviets  observed  that  the  dialecti¬ 
cal  nature  of  warfare  defines  the  need  for 
a  practice  of  command  that  perpetuates  a 
learning  cycle  of  model  framing-reframing. 
Therefore,  the  need  to  ensure  the  relevance 
of  a  particular  kind  of  warfare  necessitates 
the  expansion  of  the  definition  of  warfare 
from  a  mere  knowledge  of  forms  to  a  form 
of  knowledge.'^  Allegedly,  by  establishing  a 
systems  orientation  to  operational  art  and 
science,  the  early  Soviet  theorists  opened  the 


path  to  using  patterns  of  abstract  thought 
to  develop  an  understanding  of  rational 
and  logical  thinking  within  the  system  in 
being.“  For  the  leading  SOD  advocate,  the 
Soviet  theory  of  deep  operation  [glubokaya 
operatsiya)  seems  the  gist  of  all  operational 
art  instead  of  an  example  of  the  operational 
concept  for  planning  and  execution  of  major 
offensive  land  operations.  A  false  claim  was 
made  that  Marshal  Mikhail  Tukhachevski 
(1893-1937)  replaced  the  concept  of  the  battle 
of  annihilation,  which  dominated  European 
military  thinking,  with  the  idea  of  operational 
shock  [udar)  of  system  disruption.  Yet  Soviet 
deep  operation  theory  has  nothing  to  do  with 
system  disruption  or  the  Soviet  use  of  that 
term.  Moreover,  in  Soviet  theory  and  practice, 
disruption  was  always  a  means  to  facilitate 
destruction,  not  substitute  for  it.'’’ 

The  fact  is  that  the  Soviets  did  not 
use  system  theory  terms  in  their  numerous 
writings  on  operational  art.  Their  approach 
to  operational  warfare  was  systematic,  not 
systemic;  there  is  a  difference  between  the  two. 
This  approach  to  the  study  of  operational  art 
provided  the  Soviets  the  scope  and  limits  of  the 


operational  realm  and  direction  for  research 
and  a  comprehensive  methodology  for  achiev¬ 
ing  better  understanding  of  preparing  for  and 
conducting  war  at  the  operational  level.'* 

SOD  theory  was  greatly  influenced 
by  the  writings  of  the  French  postmodern 
philosophers,  specifically  Gilles  Deleuze 
(1925-1995)  and  Felix  Guattari  (1930-1992) 
and,  to  a  lesser  extent,  Jean-Francois  Lyotard 
(1924-1998),  Jean  Baudrillard  (1929-2007), 
and  Paul  VirUio  (b.  1932).  All  these  philoso¬ 
phers  share  to  a  greater  or  lesser  degree  a 
radical  leftist  and  anti- capitalist  ideology."* 
Critics  have  pointed  out  that  the  literary  style 
of  the  French  postmodern  philosophers  is 
essentially  a  collection  of  scientific,  pseudo¬ 
scientific,  and  philosophical  jargon.  Deleuze’s 
and  Guattari’s  books  contain  a  handful 
of  intelligible  sentences.^"  The  language  is 
designed  to  be  unintelligible  to  conceal  an 
absence  of  honest  thought.  Baudrillard ’s  writ¬ 
ings  are  full  of  nonsense.  Numerous  scientific 
and  pseudoscientific  terms  were  inserted  into 
sentences  that  were  devoid  of  meaning.  Post¬ 
modern  philosophers  had  a  total  disregard  for 
the  definitions  of  various  terms.^' 


Systemic  Operational  Design  and  Its  Variants 

VARIANT  PRIOR  TO  2007 

THE  U.S.  ARMY  COMMANDER’S  APPRECIATION  AND 

USARCENT  EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY:  THE  THEORY  AND 

CAMPAIGN  DESIGN,  VERSION  1.0  (February  2008) 

PRACTICE  OF  DESIGN  (December  2008) 

System  Framing 

Initiation 

Four  Theories  of  the  Situation 

■  Rival  as  rationale 

■  Emerging  reality 

■  Command  as  rationale 

Problem  Framing 

■  Learning 

■  Logistics  as  rationale 

■  Warfare 

■  Establish  strategic  context 

■  Organization 

Operation  Framing 

■  Synthesize  strategic  guidance 

■  Describe  systemic  nature  of  probiem(s)  fo  be  solved 

System  Framing 

■  Conditions 

■  Determine  strategic  trends 

■  Effects 

■  Identify  gaps  in  knowledge 

■  Understanding  strategic  logic  and  mission  context 

■  Forms  of  functions 

■  Esfablish  assumpfions  about  problem 

■  Developing  systemic  understanding  of  emerging  operational 

■  Identify  operational  problem 

■  Determine  initial  mission  statement 

environment 

■  Obtain  approval  of  problem  and  mission  sfatement 

Cognitive  Transition 

Mission  Analysis 

■  Opposition 

■  Command 

■  Describe  systemic  conditions  that  command  must  realize  to 
achieve  strategic  aims 

■  Logistics 

■  Identify  campaign  objecfives 

■  Identify  pofenfial  for  campaign  action 

Operational  Frame 

■  Framing  system  of  intervention 

Campaign  Design 

■  Describe  commander’s  intent 

■  Reflective  learning  and  reframing 

■  Design  formulafion 

■  Describe  approach 

■  Describe  requirements  for  reframing 

Campaign  Plan 

Concept  Design 

■  Develop  concept  for  intervention 

Campaign  Plan 

■  Analyze  mission  and  develop  course  of  action 

■  Plan  operations  and  logistics 

■  Assess  plan 

■  Execute  plan 

ndupress. ndu.edu 


issue  53, 2“  quarter  2009  /  JFQ  71 


iniCREASiniC  DOCTRiniAL  WISDOM  |  A  Case  Against  Systemic  Operational  Design 


More  recently,  SOD  theorists  borrowed 
some  ideas  from  Chinese  military  thinking 
and  applied  them  to  their  own  new  method 
of  operational  planning.  However,  they  have 
not  only  arbitrarily  selected  certain  aspects 
from  the  extensive  and  extremely  rich  body  of 
Chinese  military  theory  and  practice  to  prove 
their  thesis,  but  also  either  misinterpreted  or 
distorted  some  key  elements.  SOD  proponents 
contend  that  Chinese  military  thinking,  in 
contrast  to  Western  thinking,  is  not  focused 
on  action  as  the  way  to  reach  a  certain  objec¬ 
tive.  Since  antiquity.  Western  ways  of  military 
thinking  were  aimed  at  creating  an  ideal 
model  and  then  visualizing  how  the  real  situ¬ 
ation  differed  from  that  model.  Afterward, 
the  backward  or  reverse  process  is  used  to 
construct  a  sequence  of  actions  as  the  way  to 
make  the  model  happen.^^  More  recently,  a 
leading  SOD  proponent  in  the  United  States 
asserted  that  the  ancient  Greeks  thought  in 
terms  of  creating  a  vision  of  a  desired  end  and 
then  overcoming  any  and  all  obstacles  in  order 
to  force  that  ideal  end  into  the  real  world.^^ 

In  contrast,  the  Chinese  military  focuses  on 
identifying  the  inherent  potential  of  a  situation 
and  subsequently  facilitating  the  emergence  of 
this  potential.  Expressed  differently,  instead  of 
forcing  one’s  will  on  a  situation,  one  should  set 
the  conditions  to  allow  things  to  happen  that 
are  already  inherent  in  a  perceived  situation. 

Allegedly,  the  Chinese  military  does 
not  ascribe  as  much  importance  to  having  a 
detailed,  systematically  developed  plan  for 
a  predetermined  objective  or  endstate  as  do 
Western  militaries.^"*  The  Chinese  think  it  is 
not  possible  to  know  what  an  idealized  end 
could  be,  but  it  should  be  easy  enough  to 
distinguish  better  and  worse.  They  supposedly 
think  in  terms  of  a  perpetual  and  ever-chang¬ 
ing  current  of  events.  SOD  advocates  explain 
that  a  Chinese  general  would  try  his  utmost  to 
obtain  a  thorough  understanding  of  the  situ¬ 
ation  he  is  facing  in  order  to  identify  which 
conditions  would  facilitate  sl  favorable  change. 
This  quest  for  understanding  is  also  one  of 
the  key  components  of  systemic  operational 
design.^  However,  what  SOD  proponents  do 
not  explain  is  whether  their  interpretation 
of  Chinese  military  thinking  pertains  to  the 
modern  or  ancient  era.  It  is  well  known  that 
the  modern  Chinese  military  largely  adopted 
the  Soviet  theory  and  practice  of  operational 
warfare  combined  with  many  elements  of  the 
Marxist-Leninist  ideology. 

Full  understanding  of  the  Chinese  way 
of  warfare  is  difficult  to  explain  accurately 


and  in  succinct  terms  because  it  underwent 
numerous  changes  over  many  centuries. 
Nevertheless,  it  seems  that  SOD  advocates 
took  too  much  liberty  in  interpreting  and  then 
comparing  it  to  the  current  Western  prac¬ 
tice  of  operational  planning.  In  its  essence, 
Chinese  strategic  culture  revolves  around 
ancient  concepts  of  Shih  (power  or  influence) 
and  its  opposite  Li  (self-interest  or  material 
gain).  The  main  elements  of  Shih  strategy 
were  the  people  (soldiers  and  their  weapons), 
the  so-called  context  (opportunity,  timing, 
and  logistics),  and  the  enemy  (relative  skill, 
competence,  and  the  will  to  fight).  In  contrast, 
Li  strategy  focused  on  the  physical  aspects  of 
one’s  own  and  enemy  forces.^** 

Ancient  Chinese  strategic  thought 
applied  two  approaches  to  accomplish  the  end- 
state.  A  direct  approach,  or  so-called  Li  strat¬ 
egy,  was  aimed  at  achieving  the  ultimate  stra¬ 
tegic  objective  through  the  accumulation  of 
a  large  number  of  partial  or  local  tactical  vic¬ 
tories.  This  strategy  envisaged  seizing  enemy 
provinces  in  sequence  until  the  entire  enemy 
territory  was  brought  under  control.  The  main 
prerequisite  for  the  success  of  Li  strategy  was 
to  have  a  large  and  powerful  army.  In  the  indi¬ 
rect  approach,  the  aim  was  to  apply  a  strong 
Shih  through  Tao  (the  universal  way)  in  order 
to  continuously  weaken  the  enemy’s  own  Shih, 
thus  avoiding  major  battles  and  ultimately 
winning  without  fighting.  Because  the  ulti¬ 
mate  strategic  objective  encompassed  all  inter¬ 
mediate  objectives — Li — combat  superiority 
was  not  required.  The  premise  was  that  the 
power  resided  in  and  dwelt  among  the  people. 
Shih  strategy  avoided  indicating  what  one’s 
ultimate  objective  is.  The  aim  was  to  change  or 
frustrate  the  enemy  commander’s  intent  rather 
than  his  forces.  Also,  the  deception  was  the 
essence  of  Shih  strategy.^^ 

SOD  and  the  IDF 

OTRI  had  a  major  impact  on  the  type 
of  education  that  future  IDF  high  command¬ 
ers  received  prior  to  the  Lebanon  conflict  of 
2006.  These  commanders  were  indoctrinated 
with  postmodern  ideas,  which  had  little  or  no 
relevance  to  the  real  education  on  operational 
warfare.  This  was  done  at  the  expense  of 
classic  military  theory.^®  The  reading  list  was 
heavily  based  on  architectural  theory  written 
around  1968.^*  Students  read  in  detail  the 
works  of  architects  such  as  Christopher  Alex¬ 
ander,  Clifford  Geertz,  and  Gregory  Bateson. 
The  OTRI  curriculum  included  urban  studies, 
systems  analysis,  psychology,  cybernetics. 


and  postcolonial  and  poststructuralist  theory. 
There  was  a  certain  fascination  with  spatial 
modes  and  modes  of  operations  based  on 
the  writings  of  Deleuze  and  Guattari,  who 
drew  inspiration  from  guerrilla  organizations 
and  “nomadic  wars.”™  The  Israeli  military 
also  used  the  theories  of  great  architects  in 
conducting  urban  operations.®*  Israeli  officers 
studied  military  history  and  theory  but  report¬ 
edly  believed  that  such  studies  had  little  practi¬ 
cal  value.  Classical  military  thinkers  became 
no  more  than  names  whose  writings  were 
occasionally  cited  but  not  read  in  depth.®® 

A  major  (but  not  the  only)  reason  the 
IDF  failed  in  Lebanon  was  overreliance  on 
airpower  and  modern  technology  in  general 
and  dogmatic  application  of  the  U.S.  concept 
of  EBAO  and,  not  least  of  all,  SOD.  In  fact, 
application  of  the  disparate  concepts  of  EBAO 
and  SOD  almost  guaranteed  major  difficul¬ 
ties  in  the  execution  of  operations.  After 
2001,  the  IDF  began  to  embrace  the  theories 
of  precision  firepower,  EBAO,  and  SOD.  The 
EBAO  proponents  within  the  IDF  came  to 
believe  that  an  enemy  could  be  completely 
immobilized  by  precision  air  attacks  against 
critical  military  systems.  They  also  hypoth¬ 
esized  that  little  or  no  land  force  would  be 
required  since  it  would  not  be  necessary  to 
destroy  the  enemy.  After  several  alterations 
and  revisions,  the  new  IDF  doctrine  was 
endorsed  by  Air  Force  lieutenant  general  and 
chief  of  the  defense  staff  Dan  Halutz  in  April 
2006.  Reportedly,  even  General  Halutz  did  not 
understand  the  new  doctrine  that  he  signed. 
Naveh  claimed  that  Halutz  failed  to  link  SOD 
with  other  elements  and  harshly  criticized  his 
military  acumen.®® 

The  new  IDF  doctrine  was  designed 
to  cover  strategy,  force  transformation,  and 
EBAO,  as  well  as  introduce  a  new  military  lan¬ 
guage  and  new  structure  for  staff  work  meth¬ 
odology,  battlefield  analysis,  and  the  structure 
and  contents  of  orders.  Indeed,  this  new  doc¬ 
trine  was  not  entirely  based  on  SOD  theories. 


reportedly,  even  General 
Halutz  did  not  understand  the 
new  doctrine  that  he  signed 


but  they  were  much  honored.  The  boundary 
between  EBAO  and  SOD  was  blurred.®"*  There 
are  some  contrary  views  in  the  United  States 
to  this  course  of  events.  It  is  claimed  that  in 
early  2006,  the  new  IDF  leadership  rejected 
SOD  in  favor  of  EBAO  and  system-of-systems 
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analysis.  Allegedly,  all  plans  based  on  SOD 
were  shelved  and  their  proponents  retired. 
This,  in  turn,  had  dire  consequences  for  the 
way  the  Israelis  then  chose  to  frame  the  Hiz- 
ballah  problem  they  faced  that  summer. Yet 
Naveh  himself  stated  that  the  core  of  the  new 
doctrine  for  the  IDF  was  the  theory  of  SOD.^'’ 
During  the  Lebanon  conflict  in  July 
2006,  the  major  problem  the  IDF  had  with 
SOD  was  the  new  terminology  and  meth¬ 
odology.  It  was  questionable  whether  the 
majority  of  IDF  officers  could  grasp  a  design 
that  Naveh  proclaimed  was  “not  easy  to 
understand . . .  because  [it  is]  not  intended 
for  ordinary  mortals.”^^  Many  officers  found 
the  entire  SOD  concept  elitist.  Other  officers 
could  not  understand  why  the  old  system  of 
simple  orders  and  terminology  was  replaced 
by  one  that  few  could  understand.^*  For 
example,  new  terms  such  as  strategic  directive, 
strategic  purpose,  system  boundary,  opera¬ 
tional  boundaries,  campaign  organizing  theme, 
and  rival  system  rationale  were  overused  in 
place  of  traditional  military  terms.  Units  were 
ordered  to  “render  the  enemy  incoherent,” 
make  the  enemy  feel  “distress”  or  “chased 
down,”  or  “achieve  standoff  domination  of 
the  theatre.”  The  new  vocabulary  was  heavily 
drawn  from  French  postmodern  philosophy, 
literary  theory,  architecture,  and  psychology. 
Because  of  its  cryptic  character,  it  is  hardly 


surprising  that  not  every  officer  in  the  IDF 
had  the  time  or  inclination  to  study  this 
philosophy.*’ 

SODvs.EBAO 

SOD  and  EBAO,  in  their  essences,  are 
pseudoscientific.  EBAO  and  SOD  activities 
are  similar,  but  their  underlying  theory  and 
execution  are  quite  different.”  Both  concepts 
share  a  systemic,  not  classical,  approach  to 
warfare.  SOD  is  based  on  both  GST  and 
complexity  theory.’'  EBAO  supposedly  treats 
systems  as  closed,  while  SOD  considers 
them  as  open.”  They  both  use  system  theory 
language,  although  SOD  language  is  far  less 
intelligible  than  that  used  by  EBAO  advocates. 
Both  claim  to  offer  a  holistic  view  of  the  situa¬ 
tion,  but  so  does  the  traditional  military  deci¬ 
sionmaking  process.  SOD  advocates  assert 
that  while  the  EBAO  holistic  (comprehensive) 
approach  focuses  on  disrupting  nodes  and 
relationships,  SOD  attempts  to  transform  the 
relationships  and  interactions  between  the 
entities  within  a  system. 

Both  SOD  and  EBAO  advocates  assert 
that  modern  military  operations  are  too 
complicated  for  applying  a  so-called  linear 
approach  because  the  enemy  and  environment 
form  a  complex  adaptive  system.  Yet  the  tra¬ 
ditional  approach  to  warfare  always  assumed 
that  success  can  be  ensured  by  applying  both 


linear  and  nonlinear  actions.  SOD  proponents 
mistakenly  argue  that  such  systems  cannot  be 
destroyed  but  must  be  pushed  into  disequilib¬ 
rium — that  is,  into  chaos  and  the  creation  of 
incoherence. 

SOD  proponents  claim  that  EBAO  is  a 
scientific  concept  while  their  concept  is  “phil¬ 
osophical.”  However,  this  is  only  superficially 
true  because  SOD  theoretical  underpinnings, 
as  shown  above,  are  based  on  pseudoscientific 
and  highly  controversial  ideas  of  French  post¬ 
modern  philosophers  and  an  utterly  faulty 
reinterpretation  of  the  Soviet  operational  art. 
SOD  advocates  also  argue  that  in  EBAO  the 
decision  procedures  are  closed,  complete, 
and  decidable,  while  in  SOD  critical  methods 
remain  open  and  incomplete.  Supporters  of 
SOD  also  assert  that  EBAO  is  based  on  causa¬ 
tion  imposed  on  human  behavior,  creating 
false  chains  of  cause  and  effect.”  Yet  in  con¬ 
trast  to  EBAO  enthusiasts,  they  acknowledge, 
at  least  in  theory,  that  uncertainty  is  an  attri¬ 
bute  of  complex  adaptive  systems,  which  calls 
for  “continuous  reframing.”  ” 

In  contrast  to  EBAO,  SOD  proponents 
contend  that  their  approach  does  not  seek 
to  attain  perfect  knowledge  but  emphasizes 
development  and  conceptualization  of  the 
system,  which  provides  a  sound  basis  for 
action  and  learning.  Supposedly,  SOD  injects 
energy  into  a  system  to  move  it  closer  to  the 
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desired  aim.  SOD  recognizes  that  the  system 
will  actually  change  and  adapt,  in  response 
not  just  to  friendly  actions,  but  also  to  the  rest 
of  its  environment."*^  A  significant  difference 
between  the  two  concepts  is  that  SOD  does 
not  envisage  the  use  of  quantifiable  methods 
such  as  measures  of  effectiveness  and  mea¬ 
sures  of  performance. 

SOD  and  Operational  Planning 

SOD  is  separated  from  operational 
planning  because  supposedly  there  are 
major  “cognitive”  differences  between 
these  two.  In  the  view  of  SOD  proponents, 
operational  design  deals  with  learning,  while 
planning  is  about  action.  Design  is  a  referen¬ 
tial  framework  for  redesign,  while  planning 
deals  with  problem-solving.  Design  creates 
new  patterns,  while  planning  uses  existing 
templates.  Supposedly  design  is  holistic  but 
incomplete  and  not  detailed,  while  planning 
is  complete  but  partial.  Design  is  an  open 
construct,  while  planning  is  a  closed  one. 
SOD  proponents  assert  that  operational 
planning  focuses  on  the  components  of  the 
situation  in  an  attempt  to  understand  the 
whole.  It  is  solution-focused.  It  is  oriented 
on  the  fixed  formatted  products.  It  is  about 
enabling  action.'**’ 

Separating  operational  design  from 
the  planning  process,  however,  is  a  purely 
arbitrary  solution  and  a  potentially  harmful 
one.  It  unnecessarily  fragments  the  entire 
operational  decisionmaking  and  planning 
process.  Experience  amply  shows  how  danger¬ 
ous  it  is  to  separate  planners  and  executors 
of  an  operation.  In  a  traditional  operational 
planning  process,  operational  design  is  not 


separate  but  is  an  integral  part  of  decision¬ 
making  and  planning.  An  even  more  serious 
problem  is  that  SOD  is  not  what  traditional 
operational  warfare  theory  considers  an 
operational  design;  it  is  actually  an  artificial 
bridge  between  policy  and  strategy  on  the  one 
hand  and  operational  warfare  on  the  other. 

It  includes  many  elements  normally  in  the 
domain  of  policy  and  strategy.  At  the  same 
time,  it  includes  numerous  elements  of  the 
operational  commander’s  estimate  of  the  situ¬ 
ation  and  decisionmaking.  The  entire  focus  of 
SOD  is  on  campaign  design,  while  design  for 
major  operations  (which  are  an  integral  part 


of  any  campaign  in  high-intensity  conven¬ 
tional  conflict)  is  not  addressed  at  all. 

SOD  has  a  completely  different  focus  in 
campaign  planning  than  traditional  opera¬ 
tional  planning.  It  advocates  a  use  of  forward 
planning  more  in  line  with  Chinese  military 
thinking."*^  SOD  enthusiasts  claim  that  the 
forward  approach  makes  it  more  relevant  in 
the  joint  operating  environment.  They  explain 
that  forward  planning  begins  with  current 
conditions,  lays  out  potential  decisions  and 
actions,  and  identifies  the  next  feasible  step 
that  best  approaches  the  established  aim.  They 
assert  that  by  clearly  confusing  the  desired 
endstate  and  the  objective,  the  envisioned 
endstate  serves  as  a  distant  and  general 
aiming  point  rather  than  a  specific  objective. 
SOD  proponents  falsely  claim  that  forward 
planning  is  more  natural  because  it  is  consis¬ 
tent  with  the  direction  time  moves  and  the 
way  humans  act."** 

However,  SOD  clearly  violates  some  of 
the  most  important  tenets  of  sound  opera¬ 
tional  planning.  Regardless  of  the  scope  and 
complexity  of  a  problem,  logic  and  common 
sense  dictate  that  one  should  always  start  with 
what  ultimately  must  be  accomplished.  Tradi¬ 
tional  operational  planning  is  based  on  a  so- 
called  regressive  or  inverse  process,  in  which 
the  starting  point  is  the  ultimate  objective  of  a 
campaign  or  major  operation.  For  a  campaign 
intended  to  end  hostilities,  the  starting  point 
for  planning  should  be  the  desired  strategic 
endstate  as  expressed  in  the  guidance  issued 
by  the  political  leadership.  Afterward,  the 
ultimate  military  or  theater- strategic  objective 
should  be  determined.  The  properly  deter¬ 
mined  desired  strategic  endstate  provides  a 


sufficient  framework  in  terms  of  the  factors  of 
space  and  time  allowing  sufficient  flexibility 
in  modifying  or  altering  the  ultimate  objec¬ 
tive  of  a  campaign.  In  its  essence,  the  desired 
strategic  endstate  is  the  strategic  effect  that  the 
political  leadership  wants  to  see  after  the  end 
of  the  hostilities  in  a  given  part  of  the  theater. 
Because  that  objective  cannot  normally  be 
accomplished  by  a  single  act,  the  entire  effort 
must  be  divided  into  several  operational  or 
major  tactical  objectives;  otherwise,  there  is 
a  real  danger  of  trying  to  do  too  much  too 
quickly.  The  number  of  intermediate  objec¬ 
tives  should  be  neither  too  large  nor  too  few. 


but  must  be  adequate  to  collectively  lead  to 
the  accomplishment  of  the  ultimate  objective. 
The  number  and  sequence  of  the  accomplish¬ 
ment  of  intermediate  objectives  directly 
or  indirectly  affect  several  elements  of  the 
operational  idea,  specifically  operational  syn¬ 
chronization,  phasing,  momentum,  tempo, 
and  point  of  culmination. 

SOD  enthusiasts  argue  that  their  theory 
is  intended  as  an  alternative  to  the  current 
classical  campaign  design,  centers  of  gravity, 
and  lines  of  operation.  However,  this  is  one  of 
the  major  flaws  of  SOD  theory  and  practice, 
as  the  Israeli  failure  in  the  Lebanon  conflict 
in  2006  conclusively  shows.  So-called  dif¬ 
fused  warfare  cannot  replace  the  traditional 
focus  on  the  enemy  center  of  gravity. "***  They 
also  assert  that,  in  contrast  to  the  traditional 
operational  design  where  the  center  of  gravity 
is  determined  at  the  beginning  and  remains 
more  or  less  fixed,  SOD  assumes  a  continu¬ 
ous  shifting  and  reframing  of  the  design  for 
a  campaign.  This  is  erroneous  thinking.  The 
traditional  campaign  design  properly  under¬ 
stood  always  highlighted  the  need  to  reevalu¬ 
ate  the  originally  determined  objectives  and 
center  of  gravity  in  case  of  a  drastic  change  in 
the  situation. 

Traditionally,  in  planning  a  campaign  or 
major  operation,  the  operational  command¬ 
ers  and  their  staffs  must  take  nonmUitary 
aspects  of  the  situation  (political,  diplomatic, 
economic,  financial,  social,  religious,  infor¬ 
mational)  fiiUy  into  account  because  these 
comprise  the  framework  dictated  by  policy 
and  strategy.  A  plan  for  a  campaign  or  major 
operation  should  be  based  on  a  number  of 
operational  considerations,  collectively  called 
an  operational  design.  A  sound  operational 
design  should  ensure  that  one’s  forces  are 
employed  in  a  logical  and  coherent  manner 
and  are  focused  on  the  assigned  operational 
or  strategic  objectives.  The  basic  plan  for  a 
campaign  or  major  operation  contains,  in 
rudimentary  form,  only  the  most  important 
elements  of  an  operational  design.  Other  ele¬ 
ments  of  operational  design  are  provided  in 
detail  in  the  annexes  to  the  basic  operation 
plan  and  the  plans  of  subordinate  land,  sea,  air, 
and  special  forces  component  commanders.  In 
generic  terms,  the  main  elements  of  a  sound 
operational  design  include  the  desired  strategic 
endstate,  ultimate  and  intermediate  objectives, 
force  requirements,  balancing  of  operational 
factors  against  the  ultimate  objective,  identi¬ 
fication  of  the  enemy  and  friendly  centers  of 
gravity,  initial  geostrategic  positions  and  lines 


separating  operational  design  from  the  planning  process  is  a 
purely  arbitrary  solution  and  a  potentially  harmful  one 
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of  operations,  directions/axes,  and  the  opera¬ 
tional  idea  and  operational  sustainment.  In 
operational  terms,  the  heart  of  the  operational 
design  is  the  operational  idea  (scheme).* 

The  empirical  evidence  of  successful 
application  of  systemic  operational  design 
outside  Israel  simply  does  not  exist.  In  the 
Lebanon  conflict,  SOD  was  a  major,  although 
not  the  only,  factor  in  the  Israel  Defense 
Forces’  distinct  failure  to  achieve  victory  over 
a  much  weaker  opponent.  This  was  the  reason 
the  IDF  subsequently  abandoned  SOD  and 
returned  to  a  well-proven  traditional  opera¬ 
tional  planning  process.  One  has  to  derive 


empirical  evidence  of  successful 
application  of  systemic 
operational  design  outside 
Israel  simply  does  not  exist 


proper  lessons  from  the  Lebanon  conflict 
instead  of  ignoring  them. 

The  vocabulary  used  by  SOD  advocates 
is  essentially  unintelligible.  Experience  shows 
that  no  doctrine  can  be  successfully  applied 
unless  all  its  elements  are  written  in  clear 
and  succinct  language  understandable  to  all. 
Adopting  SOD  will  result  in  having  two  sets 
of  terms — one  for  SOD  and  another  for  the 
traditional  military  decisionmaking  process. 
Such  a  situation  will  be  untenable  and  should 
never  be  allowed.  The  entire  decisionmak¬ 
ing  and  planning  process  must  use  the  same 
vocabulary;  otherwise,  misunderstanding  and 
confusion  in  both  peacetime  and  combat  will 
inevitably  occur.  JFQ 
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